@ongress of the Mnited States
MWashington, BE 20515

August 6, 2018

The Honorable Alex M. Azar II The Honorable Andrew Wheeler
Secretary Acting Administrator

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
200 Independence Avenue, SW 1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW
Washington, D.C. 20201 Washington, D.C. 20460

Dear Secretary Azar and Acting Administrator Wheeler:

We write to you regarding the federal response to the alarming increase in asthma cases in
Puerto Rico in the aftermath of Hurricanes Maria and Irma recently detailed in media
reports.! Doctors have also indicated that symptoms have become more severe for those
already living with this chronic disease.>

As you know, asthma rates on the island have been disproportionately high for some time.
The Puerto Rican Department of Health estimates that more than 415,000 people on the
island live with asthma.? However, while the disease may be manageable for most individuals,
we fear that many of the persistent problems the island faces as it continues in its recovery
efforts have created an environment that is making matters worse for those affected by asthma
and other chronic upper respiratory illnesses.

Many parts of Puerto Rico, including the surrounding islands of Culebra and Vieques,
continue using gas- and diesel-powered generators as a main source of energy while power
remains unstable.’ In many parts of the island, power is still not available since Hurricane
Maria hit nearly 10 months ago.® The fumes from generators clustered around sensitive
locations like churches, hospitals, apartment buildings, homes, and schools are exposing
children and families to toxins that can affect breathing and induce asthma attacks. °

In addition, reports also indicate that many families live in homes or near buildings damaged
by the storms, where mold spores continue growing because of the lack of proper treatment

! Associated Press. “Puerto Rico struggles with jump in asthma cases post- -Maria.” June 18, 2018
- . |
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and slow pace of repair.’ Debris and waste that remains piled near vacant buildings and along
many roadsides have become home to vermin and other pests that trigger asthma symptoms.

Overall, many factors, including the island’s tropical climate, have made this crisis much
worse for tens of thousands of Puerto Ricans. Therefore, we request more information about
the federal government’s efforts to address these valid health concerns during continued
recovery efforts.

To better understand the state of the current situation in Puerto Rico and take Congressional
action accordingly, we ask for a thorough response to the following questions as soon as
possible:

1. What disaster aid dollars from FEMA, HHS, or elsewhere have you dedicated to
mitigating the effect of the 2017 hurricane season and its aftermath on chronic
diseases, including asthma? Please provide a list of agency programs and funding
dedicated to this issue,

2. What actions have you taken to date to address these issues?

3. Has the EPA or CDC, in consultation with Puerto Rican health officials, conducted
air quality assessments in the aftermath of the storm? If so, what were the results? How
often have those assessments taken place?

4. Has FEMA or HHS conducted mold, mildew, and pest mitigation in homes or other
structures to minimize the growth of mold spores and other irritants that spur asthma
attacks and symptoms?

5. How widespread is generator-use in Puerto Rico currently? Have these generators met
all safety and environmental standards? Please provide any agency data demonstrating
generators are in compliance with all applicable standards.

6. What information have citizens received to help control and minimize the severity of
asthma symptoms?

7. What, if any, barriers are you facing in addressing these concerns?

8. What current programs are in place to mitigate the causes of increased asthma rates
and attack severity going forward? Please provide a list of programs and the number
of agency FTEs working on these programs.

As members of Congress, we have a responsibility to make sure the federal government does
not forget about our fellow Americans in Puerto Rico as they continue to recover. We ask
that, in addition to responding to the stated questions above, you continue to keep our offices
fully informed of continued recovery efforts.

Thank you for your attention to this request, and we look forward to your prompt response.

" McCabe, Coco. “In Puerto Rico, a shortage of tarps and electricity means the misery continues for storm-weary people.
Oxfam, October 18, 2018. hitps:/ /www oxfamamerica.org/explore/ stories /in-puertg-rico-a-shortage-of-tarps-and-
glectricity-means-the-misery-continues-for-storm-weary-people/
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Cc:  The Honorable Brock Long
Administrator, Federal Emergency Management Agency

The Honorable Robert R. Redfield, MD
Director, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention



